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to his public utterances a rasping note of intimidation. In a speech 1899-1902
at Highgate on 21st August the Boers were warned that " the sands Age 47~"60
were running low in the glass," with dark implications as to what
would happen when they ran out: and that the Gordian Knot,
unless loosened by Kruger, must be cut. Negotiations continued in
the atmosphere of increasing tension produced by these phrases and
proposals by the Imperial Government were still pending when on
9th October Kruger issued his ultimatum. It demanded in sharp,
magisterial tones, that troops on the high seas should not be landed
at any South African port, and that those already in the country
should be withdrawn: and was immediately followed by the
invasion of Natal. Contrary to expectations in England, the Orange
Free State threw in its lot with the Transvaal Republic.
IV
Asquith's attitude towards the war that followed was determined
by the ultimatum. From it, like Lord Rosebery, he " dated as the
Mohammedans do from the Hegira." In this he differed sharply
from the group of Liberals later designated as " pro-Boers." Many
of the members of this group had long inclined to the view that the
potentialities of the Empire as an instrument of civilisation were
more than outweighed by the possibilities, or the fact, of its abuse
as an instrument of exploitation. They scented, in the whole series
of events leading up to the war, a squalid intrigue, engineered, in the
interests of a gang of profiteers, by a large and powerful nation
against the liberty of a small and helpless one. They saw in the
ultimatum not a wanton challenge, which no nation, however large,
could refuse to take up, but a minor indiscretion into which Kruger
had been entrapped by an astute course of provocation. Rightly or
wrongly, Asquith rejected this view as fundamentally false. He
was not fond of rattling the sword in the scabbard. He looked on
the Outlanders with an eye unbeglamoured by admiration and
deplored the manner, at once aggressive and ineffectual, of Chamber-
lain's new diplomacy. But he was quite unable to regard Kruger
as a hero. If Chamberlain's hectoring tactics repelled, Kruger's
perverse craft and " Arcadian astuteness," as he called it, did not
attract him. Both might in the earlier stages have been to blame,
but the crowning—and in his view coolly premeditated—folly of the
ultimatum obliterated all comparison between them and left the
British Government no choice as to their course. And while in all
this Asquith dissented from the " Little England " group, neither

